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To what extent has theory and 
research on families been successful 
in transcending the individual-
society dualism? 
 
By Damian E M Milton 
 
dŚĞĨĂŵŝůǇĐĂŶďĞƐĞĞŶĂƐĐĞŶƚƌĂůƚŽĂŶŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ?ƐƐŽĐŝĂůĂŶĚƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐŝĐĂůůŝĨĞ ?&ƌŽŵƚŚĞ
earliest inception of social science disciplines, the family has therefore become a much 
researched topic to study.  As psychologists and sociologists attempted to establish their 
respective disciplines in the late 19
th
 and early 20
th
 centuries,  ‘ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀŝƐƚŝĐ ?ŶŽƚŝŽŶƐŽĨƚŚĞƵƐĞ
of scientific principles of research and methodology became dominant, in order to gain 
ĐƌĞĚŝďŝůŝƚǇŝŶĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĂĂŐĂŝŶƐƚƚŚĞĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚ ‘ŚĂƌĚ ?ƐĐŝĞŶĐĞƐĂŶĚŚƵŵĂŶŝƚŝĞƐ ?dŚŝƐĚƵĂůŝƐŵ
between the subject disciplines aided the establishment of research into family life that 
often separated its individual and social aspects.  Developing concurrently with positivist 
methodologies and the growing gap in individual-society dualisms, was the rise of dissenting 
voices to this dualism that recognised this tension in the production of knowledge and the 
lives people inhabited: 
 
 “DĞŶŵĂŬĞƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ?ďƵƚƚŚĞǇĚŽŶŽƚŵĂŬĞŝƚũƵƐƚĂƐƚŚĞǇƉůĞĂƐĞ ?ƚŚĞǇĚŽŶŽƚŵĂŬĞ
it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered 
from the past.  The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain 
ŽĨƚŚĞůŝǀŝŶŐ ? ? ?DĂƌǆ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ? 
 
This essay analyses the contributions made to research on family life by Discursive Social 
Psychology (DSP) and the Social Psychoanalytic perspective (SPP); and how these theories 
have been utilised to try and transcend the traditional dualisms and boundaries between 
previous theories that concentrated on either the individual or society as a primary focus. 
 
The social anthropologist George Murdock (1949, cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 2004) 
studied many societies and cultures and argued that some form of nuclear family structure 
was universal to humanity.  This notion also persisted in the normative theories driving 
Developmental psychology and early  ‘WƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐŝĐĂů^ŽĐŝĂůWƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐǇ ?  ?W^W ? that tended to 
reduce social influences on family life to interpersonal processes within the family.  By not 
highlighting the diversity of family life and assuming universality, these theories reinforced 
culturally specific ideals and notions of deviance to those who lived outside of normative 
expectations, sƵĐŚĂƐ ƚŚŽƐĞ ĨƌĂŵĞĚĂƐ  ‘ƐŝŶŐůĞ ?.  Developmental psychologists attempted to 
ĂŶĂůǇƐĞ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƵƐĞƐ ŽĨ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ŐŽŽĚ Žƌ ƉŽŽƌ  ‘ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ ? ĨŽƌ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ  ?ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ P 
educational success) and frequently associated mother-child interactions with these 
ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ  ?K ?ƌŝĞŶ ?  ? ? ? ?, cited in Lucey, 2007).  This approach reproduced the individual-
society dualism ĂŶĚ ŶŽƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ Ă  ‘ƐƚĂƚŝĐ ? ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĚĞǀŽŝĚ ŽĨ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ? focusing on 
processes within families in isolation.  Little attention was given in these psychological 
theories to the impact of wider social influences (or micro interactions in macro-social 
theories).  In recent decades, notions of the nuclear family being natural and normal have 
begun to subside as a dominant practice and discourse.  Although often still seen as a site of 
primary socialisation by contemporary politicians, family structures and meanings attached 
to family life have radically altered; with more people cohabiting, living alone, living as lone 
or step parents, and having dual-incomes (Lucey, 2007). 
 
In contrast to PSP theories dominant in the early 20
th
 century research into families, was the 
ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ^ŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ^ŽĐŝĂů WƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐŝĐĂů  ?^^W ? ƚŚĞŽƌŝĞƐ  ?Žƌ  ‘ŵŝĐƌŽ-ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐǇ ? ? ?
Originating in ƚŚĞƐĞŵŝŶĂůǁŽƌŬŽĨDĞĂĚ ?Ɛ  ? ? ? ? ? ?ĐŝƚĞĚ ŝŶ>ƵĐĞǇ ?  ? ? ? ? ? ƚŚĞŽƌǇŽĨ  ‘ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ
ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶŝƐŵ ?, SSP focused on how societal processes impacted upon micro-level family 
practices in an inter-play between structural processes and human agency.  In these theories 
(for example: Goffman, 1959, cited in Lucey, 2007), families were seen as fluid and 
performative processes, negotiated in the social interactions of everyday life.  Therefore, the 
meanings associated with family life are not inert, but are representative of a diverse array 
of dynamic entities.  These early SSP theories provided an important precursor for the 
emergence of discursive psychological research on family life. 
 
For discursive social psychologists, people construct their identities through the use of 
language and discourse; consequently in their research, they analyse cultural  ‘ƚĞǆƚƐ ?ĨŽƌƚŚĞ
employment of  ‘ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚŝǀĞƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞƐ ?ƚŚĂƚŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐƵƐĞƚŽĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ ĂŶĚ ‘ƐŝƚƵĂƚĞ ? their 
ŽǁŶĂŶĚŽƚŚĞƌƐ  ‘ƐƵďũĞĐƚƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ ?ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ƚŚĞǇ ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚ  ?>ƵĐĞǇ ?  ? ? ? ? ? ?  /Ŷ
constructing an identity, people utilise dominant discourses that reconstruct longstanding 
cultural prejudices and oppressive ideologies in everyday practices of living.  The use of 
language is thus rendered active in orienting social action, consequently constructing social 
reality as people perceive it to be.  Within the use of language, people make use of 
 ‘ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ? ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ ŶĞǀĞƌ ĨŝǆĞĚ ďƵƚ fluid and changeable through the dynamic 
process of social interaction.  Powerful ideologies are reproduced when they become 
accepted discourse and are acted upon, producing a social reality that favours some at the 
ĞǆƉĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?  ŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞ ƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐǇ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĂĚŽƉƚƐĂ  ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ? ƐƚĂŶĐĞ ? ĚĞůŝďĞƌĂƚĞůǇ
problematising the use of dominant discourse (including PSP).   
 
Reynolds and Wetherell (2003, cited in Lucey, 2007 ? ĂŶĂůǇƐĞĚ  ‘ƐŝŶŐůĞŶĞƐƐ ? ŝŶ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů
ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ? ŝŶŽƌĚĞƌƚŽ ůŽŽŬĂƚ ƚŚĞďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐŽĨǁŚĂƚ ŝƐĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚĂ  ‘ĨĂŵŝůǇ ? ? dŚĞǇ ĨŽƵŶĚ
ƚŚĂƚďĞŝŶŐ ‘ƐŝŶŐůĞ ?ŝƐĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚĂƐƚŚĞŽƉƉŽƐŝƚĞŽĨďĞŝŶŐŝŶĂĨĂŵŝůǇĂŶĚƌĞůĂƚĞĚƚŽƵŶĞƋƵĂů
power relations between genders.  Participants in their study drew upon  ‘interpretive 
repertoires ? of both positive and negative connotation: independence, freedom and choice; 
yet also notions of social exclusion.  These participants constructed personal discourses that 
were inconsistent and contradictory, often due to constraining sets of expectations 
internalised from dominant discourse, leaving the individual with a dilemma to resolve.  
Some participants constructed positive notions of singlehood, yet often had difficulty in 
explaining a desire for change; some talked freely about wanting a relationship, yet feared 
ďĞŝŶŐǀŝĞǁĞĚĂƐ  ‘ĚĞƐƉĞƌĂƚĞ ? ?ǁŚŝůƐƚŽƚŚĞƌƐĐƌĞĂƚĞĚĂƌĞĨůĞǆŝǀĞĂĐĐŽƵŶƚĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞĚŝůĞŵŵĂƐ
they faced and alternated between repertoires.  According to Reynolds and Taylor (2004, 
cited in Lucey, 2007 ? ‘ƐŝŶŐůĞŶĞƐƐ ?ŝƐĨƌĂŵĞĚŝŶĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞĂƐĂ ‘ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ ?ĂŶĚĂ ‘ůĂĐŬ ?ŽĨ
ĂĐƋƵŝƌŝŶŐĂ ‘ŶŽƌŵĂů ?ĨĂŵŝůǇůŝĨĞ ĂŶĚƚŚƵƐƐŝƚƵĂƚĞĚ ‘ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ ? the family.  Rosneil and Budgeon 
(2004, cited in Lucey, 2007) argued that single people, rather then being isolated and anomic 
members of society, were often highly integrated into a complex network of kinship and 
friendship ties; however, they also argued that the discursive resources available to single 
women were inadequate for explaining their experiences. 
 
Social research has long attested to the finding that women on average do far more of the 
childcare and household tasks within a family, even when they are in full-time employment 
(Baxter, 2000, cited in Lucey, 2007).  Dixon and Wetherell (2004, cited in Lucey, 2007) by 
applying the methodology of discourse analysis, found that principles of equity in family 
ƚĂƐŬƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ  ‘ŵŽƌĂů ĞǀĂůƵĂƚŝŽŶƐ ? ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞƌĞ ŵĂĚĞ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐĨƵů ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ





Hochschild (1989, cited in Lucey, 2007) found that domestic tasks performed by men were 
ŽĨƚĞŶǀŝĞǁĞĚĂƐ  ‘ŐŝĨƚƐ ? Žƌ  ‘ĨĂǀŽƵƌƐ ? ŝŶǁŚĂƚ,ŽĐŚƐĐŚŝůĚ  ? ? ? ? ?, cited in Lucey, 2007) termed 
 ‘ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĞƐ ŽĨ ŐƌĂƚŝƚƵĚĞ ? ?  ůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ŽĨ ĨĂŝƌŶĞƐƐ ŵĂǇ
persist in a family, they may represent an imbalanced relationship in the eyes of outsiders.  
The discursive social psychological research into domestic labour relations shows that 
personal discourses are infused by dominant patriarchal discourse that defines gender 
inequality as normative. 
 
Another attempt to transcend traditional dilemmas such as the individual-society dualism 
was made in the development of SPP.  This approach departed from both traditional 
developmental psychology and psychoanalysis.  SPP assumes social and psychological 
aspects of life are linked together and utilises interpretive/qualitative methods in order to 
uncover the strategies that people develop, to defend against anxiety and its role in 
constructing individual and social lives.  Where DSP and phenomenological approaches 
analyse the conscious narratives described by individuals, SPP builds an ontological 
ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ ŵŝŶĚ ĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ  ‘ƚŝƉ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝĐĞďĞƌŐ ?, underpinned by a 
dynamic and conflicting unconscious mind (Lucey, 2007).  As such, individuals are thought to 
introject (internalise) influences from the social world on an unconscious level.  Whilst the 
majority of psychological research assumes individuals to be rational decision makers in the 
choice of social actions that they take; the unconscious mind is thought to influence how 
people feel, think and act.  Accordingly, the individual and the social are seen as inseparable 
mutual influences upon one another.  As Frosh (2003, cited in Lucey, 2007) argued, the 
relational subjectivity of individuals emerges from within the social domain.  Therefore social 
inequalities of ethnicity, class and gender, along with the influence of social relationships 
(including external family, siblings and peers) are all seen to impact on unconscious 
processes within the individual.  From this viewpoint, SPP amalgamates notions of interior 
ĚǇŶĂŵŝĐƐŽĨƚŚĞŵŝŶĚǁŝƚŚŝƚƐƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƚŽƚŚĞ ‘ƐŽĐŝĂů ?ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨƉŽǁĞƌ ? 
 
Hollway (1984, cited in Lucey, 2007 ?ƵƚŝůŝƐŝŶŐ^WW ?ƌĞƉůĂĐĞƐƚŚĞŶŽƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ĐŚŽŝĐĞ ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĂƚŽĨ
 ‘ŝŶǀĞƐƚŵĞŶƚ ? ?ŝŶƚŚĞƚĂŬŝŶŐƵƉŽĨsubject positions.  SPP therefore emphasises emotionality, 
constructed as an opposite of rational choice (potentially feeding into patriarchal discourse 
rather then challenging it). 
 
Edwards et al. (2006, cited in Lucey, 2007) interviewed two of five Bangladeshi sisters; who 
constructed their elder sister as the living embodiment of purity and goodness and dreaded 
the idea of being negatively ƐĂŶĐƚŝŽŶĞĚďǇŚĞƌ ?ǇƵƐŝŶŐĂŶ ‘ŽďũĞĐƚƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĂŶĚ
ƚŚĞƚŚĞŽƌǇŽĨ ‘ĞŐŽ-ŝĚĞĂůƐ ? ?DŝƚĐŚĞůů ? ? ? ? ? ?ĐŝƚĞĚŝŶ Lucey, 2007), Edwards et al. (2006, cited in 
Lucey, 2007 ?ĂƌŐƵĞĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞĞůĚĞƌƐŝƐƚĞƌŚĂĚďĞĞŶŝŶƚƌŽũĞĐƚĞĚĂƐĂŶ ‘ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůƉŽůŝĐĞŵĂŶ ?Žƌ
 ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůǀŽŝĐĞ ? ?ĞǆĞƌĐŝƐŝŶŐĂƉŽǁĞƌĨƵůŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐ ƚ ŽŶǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞƐƵƉĞr-ego.  They also 
found these narratives reflected moral and ethical codes internalised from their religious 
beliefs and community life.  The sisters identified with their elder sibling as embodying 
dominant cultural values; thus they internalised powerful cultural discourses, as well as 
 ‘ƐƉůŝƚƚŝŶŐ ? ?ĂĐůĂƐƐŝĐĚĞĨĞŶĐĞŵĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵŽĨƐĞĞŝŶŐŽƚŚĞƌƐĂƐĞŝƚŚĞƌǁŚŽůůǇ  ‘ŐŽŽĚ ?Žƌ  ‘ďĂĚ ? ŝŶ
their attributes. 
 
Families have always been a central topic of study for social scientists, yet traditionally 
 ?ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ  ‘ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀŝƐƚƐ ? ŝŶ ŵĞƌŝĐĂ ? ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ǁĂƐ ƐĞŐƌegated into the sociology of family 
structures and PSP, ƵƐŝŶŐ ‘ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀŝƐƚ ?ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝĨŝĐŵĞƚŚŽĚƚŽestablish causes of developmental 
outcomes for individuals.  With a growing number of traditions, from Marxism, through 
Feminism, SSP and finally post-structuralism, these traditional dichromatic distinctions and 
dualisms began to break down.  Influenced by these traditions DSP, unlike PSP, does not 
view any clear distinction between familial phenomena and wider social activity; 
consequently, a family is not identifiable as a universally recognised static object.  Following 
this theory, the individual is not divorced from the society in which they live.  This is echoed 
ŝŶƚŚĞ^ŽĐŝĂůWƐǇĐŚŽĂŶĂůǇƚŝĐƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ?ǇĞƚŝŶƐƚĞĂĚŽĨůŽŽŬŝŶŐĂƚ ‘ǁŚĂƚ ?ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞƌĞƐŽƵrces 
are drawn upon from society, this perspective attempts to explain  ‘why ? people act and say 
the things they do, including what is hidden through the use of defence mechanisms (Lucey, 
2007).   
 
dŚĞ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ŝŶƚŽ  ‘ƐŝŶŐůĞŶĞƐƐ ? ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ division of labour, show DSP 
situates the experiences and actions of individual people within a wider historical and social 
context; and that constructions of social reality are always shifting, fluid and negotiated in 
ongoing social practices.  The concept of discourse helps to transcend the individual-society 
dualism, by establishing interconnectedness between dominant discourses on a macro 
societal level and the agency of individuals in being producers and reproducers of discursive 
practices.  By situating the individual within the wider social and historical context of 
 ‘ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞƌĞĂůŝƚǇ ?, DSP engages with traditionally sociological ideas of power and inequality, 
yet also shows how these realities are reproduced at a micro/individual level.  In so doing, 
DSP also implodes the agency-structure dualism that has equally haunted social science 
since its inception, into an interactive co-dependent relationship; standing in stark contrast 
to the universalising theories that preceded it.  In criticism however, DSP may still be 
ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ Ăƚ Ă ŵĂĐƌŽ  ‘ƐŽĐŝĂů ? ůĞǀĞů ĂƐŵŽƌĞ ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂů ƚŚĂŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞŽĨ
ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůĂŐĞŶĐǇ ?ĂƐƚŚĞƐĞůĨĂůŵŽƐƚĚŝƐĂƉƉĞĂƌƐŝŶĂ ‘ƐĞĂ ?ŽĨĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚŝŶŐĐƵůƚƵƌĂůƚŽŽůƐ ? 
 
In contrast to DSP, SPP focuses on the individual to a greater extent by ontologically 
assuming not only a conscious agent, yet one that is also driven by unconscious desires and 
anxieties.  Unconscious processes merge with those of the social environment and are thus 
situated within culture and social inequalities of class, gender and ethnicity.  The individual is 
seen as being more of a static entity than in DSP however, heavily influenced by early 
childhood experiences, rather then a highly changeable being.  In criticism, its level of 
analysis can be viewed as epistemologically and ethically suspect, by assuming that its 
techniques are capable of gaining greater access to the unconscious mind then attempts by 
the individuals own consciousness.  dŚĞ ‘Ĩive sisters ?ĞǆĂŵƉůĞŝŶĚǁĂƌĚƐĞƚĂů ? ?Ɛ ? ? ? ? ?, cited 
in Lucey, 2007) research, were probably conscious of the intricacies of their familial 
relationships and could have equally been explored from a phenomenological approach that 
did not demote consciousness to a secondary consideration.  SPP may have attempted to 
transcend the individual-society dualism, by analysing how influences from the wider 
community and culture in the shape of moral codes are introjected by the individual and 
affect the way they think and feel.  SPP does not however, have the conceptual repertoire of 
DSP to account for the influence of social phenomena; yet both theories could be said to be 



























Haralambos, M. and Holborn, M. (2004) Sociology: Themes and Perspectives.  London: 
HarperCollins. 
 
>ƵĐĞǇ ?, ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ‘&ĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ? ?/Ŷt ?,ŽůůŽǁĂǇ ?, ?>ƵĐĞǇĂŶĚ ?WŚŽĞŶŝǆ ?ĚƐ ? ?Social Psychology 
Matters, pp. 65-92.  Milton Keynes: Open University Press. 
 
Maƌǆ ?< ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ‘dŚĞŝŐŚƚĞĞŶƚŚƌƵŵĂŝƌĞŽĨ>ŽƵŝƐŽŶĂƉĂƌƚĞ ? ?/ŶZ ?dƵĐŬĞƌ ?ĞĚ ? ? ?The
Marx-Engels Reader, pp. 436-525.   London: Norton. 
